Mindfulness

Overview of skill:   Mindfulness is the strategy of focusing attention on what you want to focus on versus having your thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations be the only focus of your attention and become easily overwhelming.  There are generally two ways people become overwhelmed with their own brains.  One way is to overly focus on one thought, feeling or physical sensation and focus and build this into a crisis for themselves.  For example, if I have a list of tasks to do, I may start thinking about these tasks, that their overwhelming, that I don’t have enough time to do them all, then if there not done, how I’m going to be a failure or loose my job because I’m not doing as well as others.  In this way, I’ve taken one situation and essentially build a “mountain out of a mole hill.” Another way to think about this way of thinking is like letting a wild horse out of a barn and it runs away.  Another way that people get hijacked by their own brains is they can’t focus on one thought at a time.  For example, I may start a project and have a thought about typing this report.  Then I notice I’m thirsty so I go to the kitchen to get something to drink.  But when I’m there, I notice that I have a lot of dishes to do so I start doing these.  But then a phone call comes in so I stop doing the dishes and answer the phone.  Then after that conversation is done, I can’t remember what I was doing so I go to take a walk.  Hours later, neither the dishes nor the report I had to do are done and I start feeling overwhelmed because it feels like I’m not getting anywhere.  This way of thinking is like watching a puppy as they often will start smelling in one area, easily pick up a scent and move to another area to sniff until they again get distracted. 
How to practice mindfulness:

Each step should be practiced for a week.  If you find that you succeed sooner than the week is over, move to the next step.  If you struggle with a step, feel free to take longer to practice and fully become comfortable with this step.
1. First thing to understand is that no one can be completely mindful all the time.  So the first step to be mindful is to list the situations that you feel you want to be more mindful in.  Do you especially find it difficult to concentrate when you are in a meeting?  When you are on the phone, do you loose track of the conversation?  Is it when you are driving?  Now that you have ideas of when you lack mindfulness.  Find other areas that you are very focused.  Do you read and find this relaxing and loosing yourself in a good book?  Or do you listen to music and find yourself drawn in?  Do you have a hobby that you find really focuses you?  Now, compare the activities?  What is different between them?  Is one more physical in nature?  If so does that help you focus or not?    Try doing this over a week.  By bringing this awareness of your own behavior, you are taking the first steps to mindfulness.  You will know you have completed this when you notice 2 things that prevent you from being mindful (such as being bored, thinking about other places that where you are at) and have noticed 2 things that help you be focused (such as when you are physically active it is easier to pay attention, or when you are involving your sense of creativity it is easy to be focused).
2. Now that you have noticed some of the things that make focusing difficult and things that you focus on, we’re going to take the second step.  Many time people will over focus on either things inside themselves and overwhelm themselves with their own fear and judgment.  For the next week pick a time that will be consistent to write your thoughts out.  For a minute just list everything that goes through your head.  Look at the thoughts, are they judgments of yourself or others?  Are they worries about things in the past, future, or present?  You will know you have completed this step when you do not need to take the time to make a list, but notice automatically that you just had a judgmental thought, or are thinking about something you are worried about at least 5 times.
3. Other people can be overly focused on things outside of themselves and overwhelm themselves with their thoughts about what they see or react without thinking about what they are seeing.  For the next week, focus on describing what you look at once a day.  Notice the colors and shapes around you.  Attempt to only describe what you see without adding judgments to them.  So if you are looking at someone’s shirt, notice the color, texture, and design versus thinking “that’s pretty” or “that’s ugly”.  You know you will be successful when you notice that you have made a judgment and recognize that you have been judgmental after you state or think the judgment.
4. Our fourth step toward finding balance through mindfulness is to begin to take hold of your mind.  Coming up with a visualization for yourself is helpful.  Some people imagine their thoughts, feelings, and sensations are cars on a train and they are sitting on a hill above it watching them go by.  Another useful idea is to think of a swarm of papers all with the thoughts, feelings and sensations you have written on them and you are taking those papers and filing them in a filing cabinet.  Key idea is to have a way to categorize your thoughts, feelings and sensations (such as worry thoughts, urges to fidget, stomach pains) and a way to take the individual thoughts such as “I’m never going to get this done” and put it in a category.  This allows you to also see yourself as outside of your thoughts and in control just as putting a bridle on a horse can rein it in and leash training dog focus the dog’s attention to where you want it to go.  Practice doing this for a week.  You will know you are ready for the next step when you notice 3 thoughts and rather than focusing on them are able to categorize them and let them go.
5. Next step is taking those observations you have described and sorted and choosing what in any moment you want to have your focus on.  Having an idea of what your goal in a situation is crucial to know what to focus your attention on.  Keeping in mind what you would like as an outcome helps to focus yourself a week, practice setting objectives and keeping this forefront in your mind.  Compare whether you enjoyed events happening more or less when you were able to keep focused.  You will know you are ready to move to the next step when have success in an interaction or situation that has been difficult for you to focus in and you do not get as distracted as you have been in the past.
6. Last step is to practice throwing yourself into the activities that you do on a daily basis.  When you are brushing your teeth, just focus on what you feel.  If you are eating something, try and just focus on the texture, taste, smell, and look of what you are eating. This being aware in every moment helps you notice those moments that are pleasant, better manage the moments that are not as pleasant skillfully, and make choices about what is going to help you feel balanced.   You know you will have succeeded when you can maintain your attention on an activity and notice when you have lost focus and return your focus back to that activity without more than 3 minutes passing between the time you first loose focus and notice you lost focus.
